Associations between prior negative life experiences and perceptions of risk of future adverse events (e.g., natural or technological disasters, violent crime) were examined among a u.S. national sample (n = 975) who completed online surveys annually for 3 years. having previously experienced a greater number of negative life events-of any type-was associated with greater risk perceptions, regardless of the risk being considered, controlling for demographic variables previously associated with elevated risk perceptions. this association was accounted for by prior experience with violent events, which predicted higher perceptions of risk of future negative events, even after controlling for the effects of other types of negative events. results are discussed in terms of the possible long-term changes to schemas that may occur after experiencing adverse events characterized by hostile intent, violent imagery, and that may produce strong negative emotional reactions.
Being able to adequately recognize and negotiate environmental hazards has made it possible for humans to survive into the 21st century. Indeed, the ability to adapt to new hazards has been a requirement for continued success as a species. However, community disasters, though relatively infrequent, continue to pose significant challenges to both individuals and private and public entities that must deal with severe storms, earthquakes, terrorist attacks and/or community violence, and their aftermath. Often, the perception of vulnerability to such events (i.e., risk perceptions) will influence how they are prepared for and responded to (Tierney, Lindell, & Perry, 2001) .
Perceived risks influence many types of decisions, from what kind of car to buy to what type of insurance one should have, to whether or not people will invest in new business ventures (Forlani & Mullins, 2000) . There are even well worn, colloquial sayings that convey the importance of risk management (e.g., "Better to err on the side of caution" or "A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush"). Nonetheless, sometimes the objective presence of risk fails to motivate people toward actions that can prevent or mitigate disasters, despite significant financial and human resources dedicated to this endeavor (Paton & Johnston, 2001 ). Understanding factors that influence subjective risk perceptions are therefore important for understanding how individuals prepare for and respond to community disasters. In addition, understanding what influences beliefs about the risk associated with various activities and hazards is an important element in understanding human behavior more generally. For example, one study after September 11, 2001 (9/11) estimated that many people died because they drove rather than flew, not realizing that driving an automobile is statistically much more dangerous than flying (Gigerenzer, 2006) .
It was long assumed that people rationally weighed the pros and cons of a given risk and then acted in a way that maximized the benefit and minimized potential costs (Downs, 1957) . However, a variety of findings (e.g., Tversky & Kahneman, 1974) suggest that this is not always the case. Instead, multiple other factors have been found to be associated with perceived risk, including demographic characteristics such as race and sex (Slovic, 1999) , affect (Johnson & Tversky, 1983; Slovic, 1987) , perceptions of others' beliefs regarding a hazard (Starr, 1969) , and proximity, both geographic and temporal, to a catastrophic event Suls, Rose, Windschitl, & Smith, 2013; Trumbo, Lueck, Marlatt, & Peek, 2011) .
With a few recent exceptions (see, e.g., Suls et al., 2013; Trumbo et al., 2011) , one factor that has received relatively little attention is the role of prior life experiences in judgments of risk. While it is intuitively plausible that people who have experienced violence or disaster first-hand believe such events to be more likely than do others, there is little empirical evidence to support this intuition. However, there are at least two ways in which such prior experiences can influence risk perceptions: (1) by altering basic schemas about the safety of the world, and (2) by biasing people's understanding of the "gist" of their life experiences.
PrIor ExPErIEnCES And SChEMA ChAnGE
Schemas are the cognitive apparatus that informs the way we learn and serve to help us organize and make sense of the world (Bowlby, 1969) . It is widely accept-ed that once formed, schemas are resistant to change (Ross, Lepper, & Hubbard, 1975) . One common schema, which usually develops early in life, is a belief about the extent to which people and the world in general are basically good (Bowlby, 1969; Erikson, 1968) . Janoff-Bulman (1992) and Epstein (1990) have argued that many people hold the view that the world is meaningful and people in general are benevolent and trustworthy; such beliefs are maintained and may even increase across the life span (Poulin & Silver, 2008) .
It is only when individuals are confronted with significant, contradictory evidence that they will likely reconsider the validity of long-held schemas. But what counts as "evidence" may at times depend less on what is factually true and more on experiences that are emotionally salient. Cognitive Experiential Self-Theory (CEST; Kirkpatrick & Epstein, 1992) suggests that new information can be tested against existing schemas by one of two partially independent cognitive systems: a rational system or an experiential one. This is similar to other dual process models, such as the intuitive (System 1) versus rational (System 2) modes of thinking that refer largely to the amount of time and effort involved in cognitive processing (Kahneman, 2003) . A feature of this cognitive model that is important for understanding risk perceptions is that the experiential system is informed by concrete exemplars, often in the form of individuals' emotionally significant past experiences, that can influence expectations about future events.
Most events that occur in daily life do not rise to the level of being "emotionally significant." However, events that have elements of violence, are highly emotional, have vivid imagery associated with them, and involve hostile or malicious intent, are often those that are the most psychically damaging; indeed, these types of events may influence beliefs about the benevolence of people and safety of the world in general (Janoff-Bulman, 1992) . If severe enough, these types of events may also become exemplary of a "new normal," altering previously held schemas. Thus, events such as those described can become exemplars of a new understanding of the way the world works from an experiential perspective (Kirkpatrick & Epstein, 1992) . This new or altered schema may serve to inform beliefs about the likelihood of other highly negative events, regardless of the actual likelihood of the negative event occurring. In fact, previous evidence suggests that experiencing more negative events is associated with perceiving a greater likelihood of future negative events (Seta, Haire, & Seta, 2008) .
PrIor ExPErIEnCES And "GISt" MEMorY
Prior experience with emotionally significant negative events may influence risk perceptions through mechanisms other than schema change as well. According to fuzzy trace theory (Reyna, 2004) , people form memories in two distinct ways: either verbatim, that is, an exact representation of the material to be remembered, or by "gist," whereby the basic concept of the material is understood, without necessarily remembering or attending to every detail. According to this theory, although people are capable of forming both types of memory representations, they rely mainly on gist. This has consequences in terms of risk perceptions and suggests that people do not so much assess risk as they project it based on past experiences. Thus, a sufficient number of negative events may influence the perception that other negative events (regardless of type) are likely to occur. As a result, the risk of disparate hazards will be assessed similarly if there is a similar gist to the judgment being considered. For example, rather than assessing the separate likelihood of experiencing a natural or technological disaster, violent crime, or terrorist attack, individuals may assess the likelihood that something negative will happen based on the gist of the idea of perceiving risk in general, and by processing the gist of ones' own remembered life events as a guide in doing so. In other words, differences in risk perceptions should be greater between individuals with different types of lifetime trauma histories rather than within persons assessing different types of hazards.
thE PrESEnt StudY
This investigation examined associations between a history of negative life events and risk perceptions of community and personal disasters among a national sample of U.S. adults. Four distinct types of events were considered and their perceived likelihood assessed: terrorist attacks, natural disasters, technological disasters, and violent crime. The hazards assessed vary on several dimensions, including the number of individuals likely impacted by the event, the intent or culpability of those perpetrating the event, and its predictability. For example, violent crime may affect a family and neighborhood, whereas terrorist attacks can impact individuals outside of the target area (cf. Silver, Holman, McIntosh, Poulin, & Gil-Rivas, 2002) . Moreover, violent crimes and terrorist attacks are often targeted for maximum damage, in contrast to natural disasters, which are essentially random (although some areas may be more predisposed to certain types of these events than others).
Based on fuzzy trace theory (Reyna, 2004) , we hypothesized that participants would assess these very different types of potential hazards similarly. This is because, according to the theory, broad constructs like risk will be evaluated in terms of their overall "gist." We also hypothesized that having previously experienced a greater number of negative life events would be associated with elevated risk perceptions. Moreover, we expected that having a history of violent events-that is, events that are highly emotional, contain elements of violence, involve malicious intent, and are vivid and therefore remain available in memory over time-would be those most likely to influence risk perceptions. This prediction is consistent with CEST (Kirkpatrick & Epstein, 1992) , which asserts that events with the aforementioned characteristics can become exemplars of how the world works, and may ultimately impact one's views of the world as being threatening in general. We predicted that experiencing many as opposed to fewer violent events would predict greater increases in risk perceptions in a linear fashion. In addition, we predicted that when controlling for the influence of other types of negative life events, violent events would be those most strongly associated with risk perceptions. This is based on the aforementioned theoretical links between violent events and their likelihood of violating assumptions of the benevolence and safety of the world in general, thus altering perceptions of personal vulnerability.
Although some research suggests that people become more sensitive to particular risks after experiencing a disaster (Greening, Dollinger, & Pitz, 1996; Li, Li, Wang, Rao, & Liu, 2011) , we hypothesized that experiencing violent events in general would predict perceiving higher risk of a future natural disaster over and above personal prior experience with natural disasters specifically. While the availability heuristic suggests that being able to easily recall a similar event should bias predictions of subsequent similar events (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974) , CEST (Kirkpatrick & Epstein, 1992) and fuzzy trace theory (Reyna, 2004) suggest that experiencing any violent events may have the same effect. That is, fuzzy trace theory suggests that the type of risk being evaluated may not be as important as the overall framework of risk perceptions based on past experiences of violent life events.
Finally, because one of the fundamental assumptions challenged after experiencing a serious negative life event is the belief that people and the world are benevolent (Janoff-Bulman, 1992), we examined worldviews as a possible mediating factor in the relationship between violent life events and risk perceptions. Specifically, we hypothesized that decreased beliefs regarding the benevolence of people, and the world in general, would mediate the relationship between violent life events and risk perceptions.
MeThod

SAMPlE And ProCEdurES
The research panel used for the present data collection was created and maintained by Knowledge Networks (KN), a Web-based survey research company that uses multistage probability sampling methods to create survey samples. At the start of the study, KN used random digit dialing (RDD) telephone sampling methods for panel member recruitment. To ensure panel representativeness, KN provided households that did not already have Internet connections with laptops and free Web access in exchange for completion of surveys three to four times a month. For households that were already Web-enabled, participation in surveys earned participants points that could be redeemed for merchandise or cash incentives. The KN panel, in general, reflects the demographic composition of the U.S. In addition, individual cases are weighted to more accurately reflect Census Bureau statistics on key demographic variables (i.e., age, race/ethnicity, education, sex). Participation in individual surveys is voluntary and receiving Internet access or other compensation is not contingent upon the completion of any particular survey. Panel members can withdraw from the panel at any time.
Data collection for the present longitudinal study was comprised of three Internet-based surveys administered annually to a nationally representative U.S. sample starting December 2006. Adults who had been members of the KN panel for less than 6 months were randomly selected to participate in our research. The present study was part of a larger investigation of socio-political reactions to societal change or "turbulence" (Shambaugh, Matthew, Silver, McDonald, Poulin, & Blum, 2010) .
Prospective participants were notified of new surveys via e-mail to a KN-provided, password protected e-mail account. Surveys were self-administered and were accessible 24 hours a day for a designated period; panelists could complete a survey only once during each wave of data collection. Survey responses were confidential and anonymous to the researchers, as identifying information was never revealed by KN.
MEASurES
Demographic Characteristics. Upon entry into their panel, KN collected demographic information, including gender, age, race and ethnicity, and education.
Life Events History. Lifetime exposure to negative life events was assessed by asking respondents, upon entry into the study, whether they ever experienced each of 37 stressful life events. Respondents could report up to four instances of each event. The measure was developed by members of the team and used to collect data from comparable national samples (Silver et al., 2002) . Ongoing exposure to these events was collected at each subsequent wave of data collection.
The life events were divided into six categories: illness/injury (e.g., own illness or injury; loved one's illness or injury); violence (e.g., physically attacked or assaulted; had sexual relations under force or threat), bereavement (e.g., death of relative); social or environmental stress (e.g., experienced serious financial difficulties; lived in dangerous housing or neighborhood); relationship stress (e.g., experienced parents' divorce); and disasters (e.g., experienced a major fire, flood, earthquake, or any natural disaster; see Table 1 , adapted from Poulin, 2006) . The total number of exposures to each event and to each life event category was computed for each wave and a summary score for all three waves of data collection was also computed. The event categories allowed for a broad analysis of types of events that might be associated with differences in risk perception, in addition to the ability to examine events individually.
Perceptions of Risk.
At the final wave of data collection, four categories of hazard were assessed: technological disasters (e.g., bridge or building collapse, dam break), natural disasters (e.g., flood, fire, tornado), violent crime (e.g., shootings, stabbings), and terrorism. Participants responded to the likelihood of each hazard occurring for oneself, someone close to them, or to their community during the next two years. A two-year timeframe was chosen in order to keep the questions consistent across waves and focused on the near future. For each question, participants selected a percentage of perceived risk on a 10-point scale ranging from 0-10%, 11-20%, 21-30% . . . through 91-100% (adapted from Fischhoff et al., 2000) .
Benevolence of the World. A shortened version of two subscales of the World Assumptions Scale (WAS; Janoff-Bulman, 1989), collected at Wave 3, was used to assess beliefs participants had about the benevolence of the world (e.g., "There is more good than evil in the world") and the benevolence of people (e.g., "Human nature is basically good"). Due to space limitations, three out of four items that correlated most highly with each of the subscale means in another study (Poulin & Silver, 2005) were used, for a total of 6 items (Cronbach's α = .88).
AnAlYtIC StrAtEGY
All analyses were conducted using Stata Intercooled 9.0 (Stata Corp., College Station, Texas). Ordinary least squares multiple regression analyses were performed to examine the role of life event history and other predictors of interest (e.g., demographic variables) and the perception of risk of the likelihood of technological disasters, natural disasters, violent crime, and terrorism. Results of these analyses are presented as standardized regression coefficients for ease of comparison.
By assessing the history of many types of life events, we were able to examine the influence of each category of event on perceptions of risk of future technological disasters, natural disasters, violent crime, and terrorism. It was also possible to control statistically for the influence of other types of stressful events (e.g., relationship, social-environmental, bereavement), while assessing the association between violent events and the perception of risk of future negative events.
Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to determine if the risk items would form a one-dimensional construct. Factor analysis is a data analytic technique that is used for the purpose of data reduction. The goal of factor analysis is often to reduce redundancy in a data set by collapsing a group of individual variables that are highly correlated into a more efficient "latent" variable. In this case, the latent construct variable was perception of risk. Factor analysis allows for the test of this hypothesis by examining the cohesiveness of the underlying items. If all risk items load on the same factor, that would indicate that participants are not differentiating, to a significant extent, between the different hazards or the targets of those hazards.
To examine the hypothesis that differences in risk perceptions would be greater between individuals with different types of lifetime trauma histories rather than within persons assessing different types of hazards, participants were also grouped into clusters regarding perceptions of risk using Latent Class Analysis (gllamm module in Stata). Whereas factor analysis tries to illuminate within person patterns of responses to survey questions, Latent Class Analysis groups people based on differences in overall response patterns to the questions of interest. 
SAMPlE dEMoGrAPhICS
The total number of participants at the start of the study was 1,613 out of 2,142 invited, representing an overall participation rate of 75.3%. Participant retention at Wave 3 was 65.2% of the Wave 1 panel (n = 975). This final group, which provided data at all three waves, constituted the sample reported in this article. Poststratification weights were applied to individual cases to adjust for differences between the sample attained and the presence of the demographic characteristics in the population. The final sample resembled, within sampling error, the national population distributions for key demographic variables based on U.S. Census Bureau data. Three quarters of the participants were White (75.9%), 7.1% African American, 10.7% Hispanic, 3.5% were two or more unidentified (non-Hispanic) ethnicities, and 2.9% other ethnicity. Females comprised 47.4% of the sample, and the average age was 46.2 (range of 20-93 yrs). Fourteen percent of participants had less than a high school education and 28.4% had earned a bachelor's degree or higher. Median annual household income was between $40,000 and $49,000.
AnAlYSIS of non-PArtICIPAntS
Demographic characteristics of participants who dropped out of the study over time were compared to those who completed all three waves. Logistic regression revealed that women were more likely to leave the sample compared to men (OR = 1.33, p < .01), African Americans were significantly more likely to leave the sample compared to Whites (OR = 1.94, p < .001), and participants with a college degree were significantly less likely to leave the sample compared to those less educated (OR = .59, p < .01). No other comparisons reached significance.
nEGAtIVE lIfE EVEnt hIStorY
Nearly all participants experienced at least one negative life event (99.2%) over their lifetimes. The average number of negative events experienced was 13 (SD = 9.2). Being female, African American, of two or more races, older, and having attended some college were all associated with experiencing a greater number of negative life events (all ps < .05). In addition, 66.8% of participants experienced at least one negative life event during the 12 months prior to the Wave 3 survey.
ExPErIEnCE of VIolEnt lIfE EVEntS
Most participants experienced at least one violent event during their lifetimes (69%). Being female and having less than a college education were each associated with a greater likelihood of having experienced one or more violent events compared to males and those with at least a bachelor's degree, respectively (ps < .05). Participants who reported being of two or more races were also more likely to report experiencing violent life events, compared to Caucasians (p < .001). In addition, 11.2% of participants reported experiencing at least one violent life event during the 12 months prior to the Wave 3 survey.
dEMoGrAPhIC ASSoCIAtIonS WIth rISK PErCEPtIonS
Age, sex, ethnicity, and education have each been associated with risk perceptions in prior studies (Slovic, 1999) . Table 2 displays the associations between these variables and risk perceptions in the present study.
hYPothESIS tEStS
Perceived Similarity Across Risks. Factor analysis was performed to determine if the survey items regarding risk perceptions would be evaluated similarly, regardless of the specific hazard (e.g., natural disaster, violent crime) being considered. A step in determining whether or not factor analysis is appropriate for a particular set of data is performing a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test of sample adequacy for factor analysis. A KMO statistic of .7 or greater indicates a sufficient number of items upon which to base the factor analysis. The 12 risk items yielded a KMO statistic of .93, indicative of an adequate sample and number of items upon which to perform the factor analysis. An unrotated solution for the 12 risk items indicated a single factor solution, which accounted for 91% of the variance (Eigen value = 7.27). No other factor had an Eigen value greater than one. Eigen values greater than one, known as the Kaiser criterion, are generally accepted as the criterion upon which to retain a factor. An unrotated analysis often results in individual items loading onto more than one factor and also results in the highest amount of variance accounted for. Because of the high factor loadings (ranging from .52-.89) and single factor solution, much of the following analyses collapse the 12 risk items to a single index variable of "risk." In addition, scale reliability analysis indicated high internal consistency between individual items (Cronbach's α = .93). 
Association Between Negative Life Events and Risk Perceptions.
To test the hypothesis that experiencing more negative life events would be associated with higher risk perceptions, the 12 item index of risk perceptions was regressed on total experienced life events. Demographic variables (age, gender, race/ethnicity, education) were entered as a block. Experiencing negative life events, of any kind, was positively associated with perceiving greater overall risk, controlling for demographic variables, β = .30, p < .001.
Differences in Perceptions of Risk Between
Groups. Latent Class Analysis was performed to examine the hypothesis that participants' assessments of risk would group into distinct classes based on response patterns to the 12 perceived risk items in the survey. Iterative maximum likelihood estimation was performed and no restrictions were placed on the number of classes that could be estimated. This analytic strategy yielded three distinct categories of "low," "medium," and "high" risk perceptions based on responses to the risk perception items (ns = 585, 207, 63) . In addition, it was hypothesized that the different categories would be associated with an identifiable common characteristic: the number of violent life events experienced. In other words, we hypothesized that the latent classes or groups would cluster based on their prior experience of violent life events. Sixty-two percent of individuals in the "low" risk perception category reported experiencing fewer than two violent events in their lifetime, whereas only 19% percent of individuals in the "high" risk perception category reported fewer than two violent events. The risk category variable was dummy coded and a multiple regression analysis, controlling for demographic variables, was performed to test for differences in number of violent life events by risk assessment category; it was hypothesized that individuals in the "medium" and "high" risk perception categories would also have experienced a greater number of violent life events. Figure 1 displays mean risk perceptions experienced by each group ("low," "medium," and "high"). ompared to the "low" category, individuals in both the "medium" (β = .12, p < .001) and "high" categories (β = .29, p < .001) reported experiencing a significantly greater number of violent life events.
Associations between Negative Life Event Categories and Risk Perceptions.
To test the hypothesis that specific types of events would be associated with elevated risk perceptions, risk perceptions were regressed on each life event category separately. Though several were significant when entered individually, when entered in a block, only violent life events were significantly associated with elevated risk perceptions (see Table 3 ).
Influence of Multiple Violent Events versus One Violent Event On Risk Perceptions.
Having a history of violent events was dummy coded into a 3-level variable (no violent events, one violent event, more than one violent event). Controlling for demographic variables, participants who reported experiencing only one violent event during their lifetime did not indicate significantly different risk perceptions compared to participants who had never experienced one (β = .03, p > .05). However, participants who experienced two or more violent events reported significantly higher risk perceptions compared to those who had no prior experience with violence (β = .21, p < .001).
Influence of Violent Events versus Similar Events on Target Risk Perception.
It was hypothesized that experiencing violent life events would have a greater influence on risk perceptions than experiencing an event similar to the target risk being assessed. First, participants who experienced natural disasters were compared to participants who experienced violent life events by entering both variables simultaneously in a multiple regression equation so that each type of event controlled for the other. Controlling for demographic variables, experiencing natural disasters was associated with elevated risk perceptions of future natural disasters (β = .08, p < .05). However, experiencing violent events was more strongly associated with elevated risk perceptions of future natural disasters than was experiencing a prior natural disaster (β = .23, p < .01).
Associations between Benevolence Beliefs, Violent Life Events, and Risk Perceptions.
Though mean benevolence beliefs of the six items ranged from 1 to 5, the average benevolence score was above the midpoint (M = 3.65, SD = .77). Multiple regression analysis was performed to examine associations between benevolence, violent life events, and risk perceptions, controlling for demographic variables. First, violent events were regressed on beliefs about benevolence. Controlling for demographic variables (i.e., age, sex, race/ethnicity, and education), benevolence beliefs were significantly negatively associated with the number of violent life events experienced (β = -.08, p < .05). Next, risk perceptions were regressed on both total violent life events and benevolence beliefs. This allowed each variable to control for the influence of the other while examining their influence on risk perceptions. Controlling for demographic variables, both violent life events experienced and beliefs about benevolence were each significantly associated with risk perceptions (β = .28 and β = -.15 respectively, both ps < .001), with violent events being positively associated and benevolence beliefs being negatively associated with risk perceptions. The correlation between number of violent life events experienced and benevolence beliefs was -.11 (p < .01). We performed a Sobel-Goodman test of mediation to examine the relationship between violent life events, beliefs about benevolence, and risk perceptions more closely. The Sobel-Goodman test confirmed that both violent life events and beliefs related to benevolence were each independently associated with risk perceptions. In addition, a substantively equivalent association with risk perceptions remained for each variable when both variables fIGurE 1. displays the mean of the three category groupings (low, medium, high) based on responses to the risk perception questions. the y-axis displays the mean number of violent life events experienced by each group.
were entered together. Though significant, the Sobel-Goodman test indicated only partial mediation, with 6% of the total effect being mediated by the indirect path of increased risk perception by way of lowered benevolence beliefs (Z = 2.87, p < .01).
diScuSSion
The results obtained in the present investigation were theoretically driven and were observed in a large representative sample of adults who had experienced a wide variety of negative events over their lifetimes. As hypothesized, participants generally rated risk across several different types of adverse events similarly. Differences in risk perceptions were significantly associated with participants' experiences with violent life events. Moreover, having previously experienced violent events was more predictive of elevated risk perceptions for all categories of hazards we studied (e.g., natural disasters, technological disasters) than having prior experience with the particular hazard in question. These findings are consistent with both prior theory and empirical results that suggest that some types of events-and in particular those characterized by human intent, violence, vivid imagery, and a strong emotional component-may be unusually stressful in a way that impacts individuals' beliefs about the safety of their world. Indeed, beliefs about benevolence were inversely related to the experience of violent life events and lower beliefs about benevolence were also associated with higher risk perceptions.
As predicted, people appear not to differentiate their probability assessments (to a high degree) between the types of disasters they could potentially experience. Be it violent crime in their communities or devastation from a natural disaster, on average participants assessed the risk similarly across each type of event. In fact, when assessing the likelihood of experiencing a particular hazard, people appear to make their probability estimates in line with the "gist" of experiencing negative events more generally. This was seen in the factor analysis we performed, which suggested a single factor solution, rather than multiple factors based on type of community disaster. Johnson and Tversky (1983) found that participants who were exposed to stimuli that increased negative affect and was associated with a particular risk, such as a violent assault, appraised a variety of other risks as more likely. Their participants generalized risk assessments in line with the gist of increased risk, and the authors concluded that negative affect associated with reading an account of a violent event was responsible for the more pessimistic risk perceptions of other, nonrelated events. Greening and Dollinger (1992) obtained similar findings among adolescents who had experienced a significant weather event (e.g., flood, lightning strike). Experience with an extreme weather event was associated with perceiving greater risk from 24 different lethal events. This "gist" may also be informed by personal experience, and particularly germane to the results herein, one's violent life event history. The present research further advances the idea that experiencing certain types of events-i.e., violent ones-is associated with beliefs about vulnerability in general. In fact, these events are not merely linked to beliefs about similar events, but rather about the likelihood of the occurrence of a variety of negative events in general. Moreover, individuals who experienced many violent events over the course of their lives reported beliefs that people, and the world in general, were less benevolent. Lower benevolence beliefs were also associated with elevated risk perceptions, controlling for the experience of violent life events. Beliefs that people, and the world in general, are benevolent are hypothesized to arise from the typical childrearing experiences individuals have in the U.S. resulting from caring and responsive interactions with caregivers (Bowlby, 1969) . Nonetheless, it is not necessary for people to have high benevolence beliefs for those beliefs to be diminished by violent life events; these beliefs can be comparatively low and still be diminished further by the experience of violent events. Future research on beliefs about benevolence in general would benefit from an examination of the range of these beliefs, the ubiquity (or not) of these beliefs, and whether or not a similar finding regarding benevolence beliefs would be found in other cultures.
Though people did not differentiate significantly between types of hazards when assessing risks, people with different life event histories differed significantly in their overall assessments of risks from the four hazards presented to them. Participants who perceived the greatest amount of risk also reported having experienced the greatest number of violent life events. The Cohen's d effect size, using the pooled standard deviation because of differences in ns, for the difference in risk perceptions between participants in the high-risk perception category compared to those in the low risk perception category, was 3.2. A Cohen's d of .8 is considered large.
For most people, the world functions as expected, mostly benevolent with perhaps some minor bumps in the road. People desire to maintain these beliefs, even if they are partly illusory (Janoff-Bulman, 1989) . Typically, serious violent events are something that happens to others. If serious violent events do occur, schemas that had seemed perfectly reasonable may no longer comport with these new experiences. If the event is severe enough, or enough violent events occur, then the schema may become no longer appropriate for the individual; the world, once seemingly safe, now appears to be less so. For those experiencing no or few violent events in their lifetimes, assessing the likelihood of future risk from disasters consistent with their schema of a kind and safe world seems quite rational. In contrast, for those who have been victimized by violent crime or other violent events, especially multiple times, assigning a low probability to other highly negative events may be inconsistent with the schema they have adapted to fit their life experiences.
In general, participants did not perceive high levels of risk from the potential hazards we assessed. Nonetheless, no predictor was more strongly associated with perceptions of risk than having previously experienced violent life events. Because of the specific characteristics of "violent events," they may be chronically salient (Schmidt & Joiner, 2004 ). This chronic availability may then make other negative events seem more likely. This may be especially true for those participants who have experienced multiple violent events. Signal Detection Theory (Peterson & Birdsall, 1953) may provide a useful analogy. After violent victimization, people may believe their receptivity to the signal (potential hazard) is not sensitive enough. When adjusting their sensitivity, people may not sufficiently consider the differences between different types of hazards. This could potentially explain why people evaluate different hazards similarly and is an area worthy of further investigation.
Though perceiving greater amounts of risk can be associated with increased stress (Vazquez, 2001) , it may not be without some benefit. In general, people tend to be overly optimistic about their ability to control outcomes and about their personal likelihood of experiencing negative events (Taylor & Brown, 1988; Weinstein, 1980) . People often prefer illusions of a safe and benevolent world to reality as it relates to the most basic world assumptions (Janoff-Bulman, 1989 ). However, not recognizing an adequate amount of risk can leave one unprepared to face adversity, should it arise. Even when directly impacted by some community disasters (e.g., earthquakes and tornadoes), people appear to recover fairly quickly from the increased risk perceptions associated with them and maintain a comparative optimism, while some disasters (e.g., nuclear accidents) result in more persistent, pessimistic changes in perceived vulnerabilities (Dolinski, Gromski, & Zawisza, 1987; Li et al., 2011; Suls et al., 2013) . Examining comparative optimism in those who have experienced violent life events could be an important next step in this line of research. Knowing as many factors that influence the perceptions of whether a potentially dangerous event will occur or not may help inform those who must prepare and convey risk-related information. Information that can inform communities and individuals while reducing stress and providing reassurance about future risks would be a reasonable topic for mental health professionals and emergency management personnel to pursue.
StrEnGthS And lIMItAtIonS
The large and diverse nature of the national sample used in this investigation, similar to U.S. Census Bureau benchmarks on many demographic variables, provided an opportunity to examine a wide range of life experiences in relation to risk perceptions that would not have been possible with a smaller convenience sample (e.g., college students). Moreover, the design allowed for the control of theoretically relevant demographic variables that have previously demonstrated significant associations with risk perceptions (see Slovic, 1999) . Controlling for these variables helped focus on the hypothesis that risk perceptions may be linked to life experiences and that these are not just spurious associations arising from various demographic characteristics that have been found, in prior studies, to be associated with increased risk perceptions. Finally, the fact that our sample included individuals from all regions of the country ensured that regional hazards would have been distributed across the participants and different hazards that may vary by region were represented across the sample. This is important because some regions experience more or less of certain events (i.e., crime, natural disasters), depending on the areas being considered.
Nonetheless, this study is not without limitations. First, the data presented are cross-sectional. Being able to examine what happens to risk perceptions from a variety of hazards immediately after experiencing particular events would be an important next step that could only be achieved by following a large panel over time. Second, life events are highly subjective and people cannot be expected to react identically or even similarly to similar experiences (Folkman, Lazarus, Gruen, & DeLongis, 1986; Wortman & Silver, 1989) . However, attempts to "weight" life events have not resulted in meaningfully stronger correlations between life events and outcomes of interest (Reynolds & Turner, 2008) . Third, the data obtained in this study resulted from self-reports and thus shared method variance. Nonetheless, the unique pattern of findings we obtained-that is, only violent events specifically, but not other types of events, were significantly associated with elevated risk perceptions-is unlikely to be simply a methodological artifact as a result of shared variance. In addition, self-report data are often criticized because of respondents' desire to be viewed favorably and can be influenced by multiple factors of which individuals may not even be aware (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Paulhus & Vazire, 2007) . However, because of the anonymity it provides, Internet-based data collection appears to result in less socially desirable responding than other methods and appears to be a valid method of data collection (Gosling, Vazire, Srivastava, & John, 2004) . Nonetheless, replication of these findings using implicit lab-based methods would be a fruitful area for future research. Finally, although we tried to argue that prior life events influenced risk perceptions and not vice versa, the data are correlational and causal inferences are not justified.
ConCluSIonS
Risk perceptions remain an important area of study for social science. Risk perceptions influence the way societal resources are allocated to mitigate risks that are seen as having significant consequences. Understanding what influences risk perceptions may aid in communicating risk policies to the public in a way that allows policy makers to best utilize limited resources to maximize risk reduction where possible. Although prior research has linked experiencing negative life events with a variety of negative mental and physical health outcomes, no prior investigation has linked the experience of prior life events to perceptions of risk from community disasters and hazards that vary across a variety of dimensions. In addition, though it is difficult to conjecture about the effect any specific event has on an individual, violent events appear to play an important role in the way future hazards are assessed. Being aware of this, policy makers may be able to address this issue when providing information related to particular hazards in their communities.
